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Abstract: “Babel or the Necessity of Violence. An Arcane History of the Oxford Translators’
Revolution” is a surprising five-hundred-page long novel. The reader s first impression is that it is a
historical novel, only to face a much more complex and intriguing story. The question arises: What is
it then? Fantasy fiction, historical fantasy, speculative fiction, alternate history, dark fantasy? The
right answer is maybe a bit of all of these. This article aims at identifying elements pertaining to both
history and fantasy alike. Most importantly, it endeavors to follow the novels leading idea: the huge
power of words, of language, and of the interrelationship between languages, that is translation.

Keywords: Canton, Oxford, Babel, Translation, Colonialism

The first book a reader thinks about when they have a glimpse at the title of this novel
is the Holy Bible. It is universal knowledge that in the Old Testament the Tower of Babel is
an origin myth, a parable in ‘Book of Genesis’. It is meant to explain why the world’s peoples
speak different languages. Back when all the peoples of the world spoke the same language,
they decided to build a city with a very high tower: Go to, let us build us a city and a tower,
whose top may reach unto heaven; and let us make us a name, lest we be scattered abroad
upon the face of the whole earth. (Genesis 11: 4) But God did not agree with their design. He
was concerned that humans had blasphemed by building the tower to avoid a second flood.
Therefore, he brought into existence multiple languages: And the Lord said, Behold the
people is one, and they have all one language; and this they begin to do; and now nothing
will be restrained from them, which they have imagined to do./ Go to, let us go down, and
there confound their language, that they may not understand one another’s speech.(Genesis
11: 6,7) And this is how the languages of the earth came into being, according to the Holy
Bible. Humans were divided into linguistic groups unable to understand one another. As
people had to communicate, translation was soon born, too. Nonetheless, the reader will soon
be aware that this story is not just about dead or exotic languages, research, intense scholarly
work but about much more: colonialism, cruelty, racism, forceful exertion of power, and also
rebellion, bloody fight and, ultimately, death and self-sacrifice.

“Babel or The Necessity of Violence” was published in 2022, and became very fast a
bestseller, taking the first spot on the ‘New York Times Best Seller List’. It also won
Blackwell’s ‘Books of the Year for Fiction in 2022 and the 2022 ‘Nebula Award for Best
Novel’. R.F. Kuang’s novel has translation at its epicenter. Nevertheless, translation comes
with a touch of magic and mystery, mystifying the reader. Soon enough, it is clear that we
have to deal with a historical novel indeed, but at the same time we are introduced to a world
of fantasy. On the one hand, we find ourselves in the real city of the dreaming spires, Oxford.
On the other, we are transported into a realm of ‘witchcraft’ where engraved silver bars can
decide over life and death, healing or utter destruction. Confronted about the accuracy of the
setting and the events, Kuang mentioned in the ‘Author’s Note on Her Representations of
Historical England, and of the University of Oxford in Particular’: ‘Babel’ is a work of
speculative fiction and so takes place in a fantastical version of Oxford in the 1830s, whose
history was thoroughly altered by silver-work [...] Still, I've tried to remain as faithful to the
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historical record on life in early Victorian Oxford as possible, and to introduce falsehoods
only when they serve the narrative. (Kuang, 2022:1) Also, she confesses that she has altered
even geography to make room for the Royal Institute of Translation, otherwise known as
Babel. She chose to place it in the middle of the green spot between the Bodleian Libraries,
the Sheldonian, and the Radcliffe Camera. Undoubtedly, the author has taken a lot of liberty
to interlace reality with fiction, adding a considerable dose of magic, a fact that displeased a
lot of supporters of tradition and historical truth.

In addition, “Babel” can be safely considered a Bildungsroman as it closely follows
the life of Robin Swift, but also that of his close friends Ramy, Victoire and Letty. Another
unusual and surprising aspect are the frequent, detailed explanatory footnotes which bring
additional information about the historical background. They are without doubt a solid proof
that Kuang is a scholar, a dedicated researcher. This does not mean, though, that they make
the book more reader-friendly. Interestingly, it makes the book a mixture of fantasy fiction
and scientific/ linguistic/ historical research, at the same time, giving the reader (who more
often than not expects a story) a new task, that is to plod through more facts like in the
following example. After mentioning Humboldt’s name, the author adds a lengthy footnote:
Karl Wilhelm Humboldt is perhaps most famous for writing in 1836 ‘On the Structural
Difference of Human Languages and Its Influence on the Intellectual Development of the
Human Race’, in which he argues, among other things, that a culture’s language is deeply
tied to the mental capacities and characteristics of those who speak it, which explains why
Latin and Greek are better suited for sophisticated intellectual reasoning than, say, Arabic.
(Kuang, 2022: 158) The reader has the choice either to interrupt the flow of reading or skip
the footnotes altogether.

Despite its considerable length (of 544 pages), “Babel” does not impress much by its
plot which starts and ends in an unexpected way, but rather lingers all through the novel. The
opening pages introduce us to the main character, the Chinese boy of Canton, later known as
Robin Swift, and his ‘savior’ Professor Richard Lovell. When discovered by Lovell, a Babel
Professor, the boy, suffering from the plague, mourns his dead mother: He lay beside her
body, watching as the blues and purples deepened across her skin. The last thing she’d said
to him was his name, two syllables mouthed without breath [...] The boy tried to close her
filmy eyes, but her lids kept sliding back open. (Kuang,2022:5) The orphan boy is healed by
the power of a silver bar on which the words ‘Triacle’ and ‘Treacle’ are inscribed, and is
taken to England by Lovell. For several years he dwells in Lovell’s home and is taught Latin,
ancient Greek and Mandarin. He is forced to work very hard and, when he is caught reading
Frederick Marryat’s “The King’s Own”, he is savagely beaten by Lovell: As Robin rose to his
knees, dazed, the professor pulled the poker from beside the fireplace and swung it diagonally
against the right side of Robin's torso. Then he brought it down again. And again. (Kuang,
2022:41) Eventually, Robin is enrolled as a student at the Royal Institute of Translation. This
decision changes not just Robin’s life but the future of Britain as well. Robin is part of a
cohort of four students: Ramiz Mirza, also known as Ramy from Calcutta, Victoire Desgraves
from Haiti, Letitia Price or Letty, a white British admiral’s daughter, and himself, all of them
exceptional students. They soon find out that ‘exotic’ languages like Mandarin, Haitian,
Creole and Arabic are considered the future of translation magic. Little by little with
extremely hard work the four friends master their respective languages and become familiar
with the art of translation and that of silver-working. This is Professor Playfair about
translation: No translation can perfectly carry over the meaning of the original. But what is
meaning? Does meaning refer to something that supersedes the words we use to describe our
world? [...] Humboldt, for instance, argues that words are connected to the concepts they
describe by something invisible, intangible — a mystical realm of meaning and ideas,
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emanating from a pure mental energy which only takes form when we ascribe it an imperfect
signifier. (Kuang, 2022: 158) As they quickly progress in their studies, they are introduced to
the basic principles of silver-working: the inscription of a word or phrase in one language on
one side of a silver bar and the corresponding word or phrase in another language on the
other side of the bar. As translation can’t be perfect, the lost or warped meaning is caught and
then powerfully manifested by the silver. And that, dear students, is as close to magic as
anything within the realm of natural science (Kuang, 2022:158) concludes Professor Playfair.
It turns out that silver bars inscribed with ‘match-pairs’ can heal mortal diseases, boost
agriculture and industry, but they can also Kill. Robin discovers that Richard Lovell is his and
his half-brother Griffin’s biological father. Griffin, who is half-Chinese too, and a former
student of Babel recruits Robin into the Hermes Society, a clandestine organization seeking to
undermine Britain’s silver supremacy. Robin agrees, and for a while fulfils several minor
tasks, but gets scared and breaks contact with Griffin and the Hermes community.

Robin, Ramy, Victoire and Letty join Professor Lovell on a sea-trip to Canton and
become aware of the fact that Lovell and his fellow teachers were trying to create a pretext
for war in order to seize China’s stocks of silver. The four friends start seeing through
Lovell’s plans which go against their feelings and beliefs. On the way home, Robin Kills
Lovell by using a silver bar and the four friends throw his body overboard. Back in Oxford,
they have no choice but join the Hermes Society. The four friends become increasingly aware
that their academic excellence is meant to maintain Britain’s imperialist supremacy. When
Letty, the only white student of the group, betrays them, their protest gets out of control.
Ramy is shot by the police, Griffin loses his life while breaking Robin and Victoire from
prison. It is clear now for the two friends that the only way to avoid war, destruction and
death is violence, force. They remove the resonance rods that make translation and magic
possible all across Britain, and the whole country is thus thrown into chaos. The protesters
ask for peace with China, but when their demand is not granted, Robin and the remaining
scholars decide to destroy Babel with them inside. Only Victoire succeeds to escape the
disaster. Once the Siver Industrial Revolution is marred, the future of the British Empire is
compromised.

It is no secret for an astute reader that “Babel” is not only a fantastic story about
silver-working and supernatural power the silver bars and the power of words encapsulate. In
a conversation with professor Playfair in class, Letty rightly argues about the power of silver
bars: But that'’s absurdly powerful [...] You could do anything with those bars. You could be
God - (Kuang, 2022: 160) When the British conquered great parts of the world they certainly
played God, an inimical, cruel, and greedy God indeed. Griffin opens Robin’s eyes about
imperialism and the evil and suffering it causes: Now we 're witnessing a new consolidation of
power; that’s true — Britain got Bengal, it got Dutch Java and the Cape Colony — and if it gets
what it wants in China, if it can reverse this trade imbalance, it’s going to be unstoppable.
(Kuang, 2022:179) Ramy, who comes from Calcutta, has experienced colonization, and
knows that the British have misruled in India. He has understood that what the British do in
India is pure robbery, not open trade. What makes them superior are the guns which they
don’t refrain from using on innocent people. This awareness torments him: Outside, he
dazzled. Inside, he felt a fraud, a traitor. And he was just starting to despair, to wonder if all
he would ever accomplish was to become a lackey of empire [...], for the avenues of
anticolonial resistance seemed so few, and so hopeless. (Kuang, 2022: 276) Victoire, the
Haitian girl, has experienced slavery. Although it was theoretically abolished in 1830, not
because of moral principles, but because Britain could not afford the losses, slavery
continued to put shackles on vulnerable natives. One of the most efficient, also deadly,
weapons of colonists proves to be opium. Ramy remembers having been taken by his
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guardian to a poppy field in his native India. He was struck by the bright scarlet field which
made him think that the earth was bleeding. In retrospect, he comprehends: The British are
turning my homeland into a narco-military state to pump drugs into yours [Robin’s]. That’s
how this empire connects us. (Kuang, 2022:307) The young men suddenly understand how
intricate and painful the colonial spiderweb is: cotton is taken from India to Britain, opium
from India to China, silver turns into tea and porcelain in China, and everything for the sole
benefit of Britain.

Sadly, being the colonized, the subdued the four foreign students are discriminated,
despite their outstanding performance at school. As freshmen at the Royal Institute of
Translation they are despised and even attacked by British white students. The presence of
women at Oxford was almost a taboo; in class they are isolated or even ignored. Also, no one
would serve Ramy at their favorite pub if he came first, Letty and Victoire could not take
books from the library unless a male student vouched for them. Victoire was taken for Robin
or Letty’s maid, only because of her skin color. They had difficulties in speaking like the
‘Oxfordians’ and were never invited to parties or reunions. It was clear that they were
different and weird in the eyes of the white students, and did not belong.

Fortunately, friendship saved them from giving up or breaking down: There was a
solid, enduring quality to their friendship now. They were no longer dazzled and frightened
first years, clinging to each other for stability. Instead they were weary veterans united by
their trials, hardened soldiers who could lean on each other for everything. (Kuang, 2022:
172) Their friendship made them feel that they finally were part of a family, and helped them
become better and better in their studies every single day. But even this apparently strong
bond is broken by Letty, the only white person of the group. Significantly, she is the one who
announces the police and gives them information about the rebellion.

Clearly, “Babel” is not just about languages, exotic or not, or words or translation. It is
mostly about domination, injustice, discrimination, but also about revolt and self-sacrifice.
When Robin and his friends get control over the tower and the silver bars, several scholars
and townspeople support their strike. They grow in number as time passes. Laborers from all
around England join their revolt. Even young people and women from Oxford turn up at the
barricades: What a sight, this influx of defenders to the tower. The barricades had the
peculiar effect of building community. They were all comrades in arms behind those walls, no
matter their origins, and the regular deliveries of foodstuffs to the tower came with
handwritten messages of encouragement. (Kuang, 2022: 486) The protest comes with
violence — even the death of some strikers — but it also comes with solidarity. Even though
Robin and a few faithful scholars give their lives, there is hope for better times for people like
Robin, Ramy, and Victoire.

“Babel”, undoubtedly’, deals with the use of words, language and translations as a
weapon for domination by the British empire. Rebecca F. Kuang shows how the power of
language can indorse colonialism, racism and violence. The author also points out that words
can be incentives for revolt, solidarity and freedom.

We might just as well close with a verse from the Old Testament: In the beginning
was the Word, and God was the Word, and the Word was God. (John 1,1) For Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe in his “Faust”: Im Anfang war das Wort (Goethe:39) is debatable. He
goes on saying that in the beginning was Meaning, only to conclude that in the beginning was
the Deed: Mir hilft der Geist! auf einmal seh’ ich Rat/ Und schreibe getrost: Im Anfang war
die Tat! (Goethe: 40) It turns out that in “Babel” the Word comes first; in translation and
silver bar engraving Meaning gains more importance; finally, the destiny of the four
characters and that of Britain are determined by the Deed.
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This novel may have a dragging plot, it might be too long, it might be difficult to read
because of so much scientific information and extensive footnotes, it does alter reality and
history at times, but it is enjoyable fiction, and above all, a real love declaration to the Word,
Language, Etymology, and Translation. Rebecca F. Kuang is definitely an amazing scholar in
love with Language- for sure Translation as well.
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